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Foreword by MORGAN PHILLl_PS 
This pamphlet is one of the Party Education Series which the Labour Party is now 
issuing. · The general task of this series is to assist the development and expansion of 
educational work within the Movement. It is important that sustained and intensive 
educational work should go hand in hand with the current policy discussions that are 
under way. 
Each pamphlet in the Education Series has its own message to convey. This pamphlet 
is about Parliament and how it works. It has been written by Mr. Herbert Morrisou, 
. 
the Deputy Leader of the Parliamentary Labour Party. Mr. Morrison was Leader of 
the House of Commons from August 1945 until March 1951. In this capacity he was 
responsible for steering through the House the maJ·or part of the Labour Government's 
legislative programme, and as such he is uniquely qualified to write a pamphlet of this 
character. 
Our immediate task as members of the Labour Party must be to work out a programme 
}or the n1xt Labour Government that will lead us fart her on the road to a mor.e just and free 
society. We must therefore remember during the process of policy making that it is through 
the Parliamentary system that we aim to realise our Socialist programme. It is by learning 
about the workings and growth of that system that we can ensure that our programme 
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How Our Democracy Has Grown 
• 
Parliament has existed for nearly 700 years. monarch, Jam es II, who threatened to resurre\.t , 
In its long history, it has continually grown and them, was forced to flee the country; and with J 
developed, acquiring new powers and functions his departure, there opened a less exciting ana ''. 
to meet the needs of the times. To trace all less bloodthirsty chapter of Parliament's history. 4 
these developments, which occupy so large a In the eighteenth century, Parliament had 
part of our nation's history, is no task for a undisputed power to legislate, to vote supply 
short · pamphlet. Here we must be content- and to levy taxation. Since these are powers 
. acknowledging the dangers of over simplifica- which no government can do without, it became 
tion-to point out a few of the major historical essential for the King's Ministers to win the 
developments which have made Parliament the consent of both Housts of Parliament for their 
supreme political i11stitution in the land, and measures. This meant that Ministers had them-
which have given it its modern character. ' . selves to be in Parliament. It meant, too, that 
The first of these was the great struggle which they had to organise their supporters to make 
Parliament fought and won against the Crown. sure that their measures would be passed. This 
For a century before the reign of Charles I, the led to the formation of Parliamentary groups 
royal power had been nearly absolute. While and ultimately to the emergence of political 
Parliament met infrequently, the government of parties. · 
the country was carried on by the King and the - As Ministers became more dependent upon 
high officers of his Court. The Crown appointed Parliament, so they became less dependent upon 
a.nd paid judges and through them 11ad the the Crown. The King's choice of Ministers 
power of disciplining opposition. It needed became increasingly restricted to those persons 
courage · to oppose the government in those who were able to secure a Parliamenta!y 
days. Many good men lost their liberties, and majority. Of the first four Hanoverians, only 
some their lives, in the 2.ttempt. George III seriously attempted to use the still 
But Parliament had one great weapon with considerable royal powers to influence Parlia-
which to counter the royal power. It controlled ment. But this experiment was short-lived and 
the purse, through the voting of supply. \Vith- not very successful. The other Georges, how-
out this vote the expenses of the royal govern- ever, were content for the most part to leave the 
mep.t could not be met. Charles I, it is true, did conduct of affairs to their Ministers, the chief of 
manage to govern for some years without calling whom became known as the Prime Minister. 
Parliament. But his attempt to levy taxes with- This Prime Minister then, in general, ehose his 
out the consent of Parliament was bitterly own colleagues and, because of his power of 
resented and _was one of the contributory causes appointment and dismissal, was increasingly 
of the Civil War. Yet when that monarch was able to ensure that they shared his views on all 
finally forced to call Parliament to ask it for major questions of policy. Thus in the eighteenth 
money, Parliament immediately demanded- century Cabinet government and collective 
. and secured-changes in the royal government. responsibility slowly emergeq. 
Decline of Royal Power 
After its defeat in the Civil War, the Crown 
lost its absolute powers for good. The one 
The third major development in our Parlia-
mentary history was the shift of power from the 
House of Lords to the House of Commons. In 




powerful. Right down to the present century it 
1 was common for the Prime Minister to be a 
peer, and for a considerable proportion of 
important Ministers to be members of the House 
of Lords. Moreover, the Upper House claimed 
t equal legislative rights with the Commons. In 
c · the eighteenth century conflicts between the two 
Houses seldom arose, both because the personnel 
of the two Houses were drawn from the same 
. class, and because the wealthy landowners in the 
House of Lords often controlled and filled with 
their relatives and nominees, seats in the 
Commons. But as the nineteenth century deve-
loped and the franchise was widened, the power 
of the Lords over the Commons diminished. 
Representatives of the middle class as opposed 
to the landed gentry began to fill the benches in 
the Commons. 
Commons versus Lords 
Since their Lordships were still free to amend 
and reject legislation, conflict with the Commons 
was inevitable. In the latter half of the nine-
teenth century many Liberal measures were 
rejected by the Lords. Tension between the two 
Houses grew. Finally the severe amendment and 
rejection of the Liberal Government's legislation . 
between 1906 and 1910, culminating in the 
Lords' rejection of the famous Lloyd George 
Budget of 1909, brought on a constitutional 
• • 
cr1s1s. 
Mr. Asquith's Government introduced into 
the House of Commons a Parliament Bill in 191 o 
which provided that the Lords should not have 
the power to interfere with any Bill that was 
certified by the Speaker of the House of Com-
mons to be a Money Bill. As to other legislation, 
the Parliament Bill provided that Bills could-be 
passed over the heads of their Lordships if they 
had been approved in each of three Parliamen-
tary Sessions over a period of not less than two 
years . . The Bill also provided that the ma~imum 
life of the House of Commons should be 
reduced from seven to five years. 
· To force the Budget and the Parliament Bill 
IO 
through the Lords, the Liberal Government 
had to have two General Elections in 1910. At 
one time it looked as if the Tory majority in the 
House of LG>rds could only be overcome if 
sufficient new Liberal peers were created to 
outvote them. King George V did undertake to 
create these additional peers. But he was very 
relieved to find, when the Tory peers finally 
gave way, that it was not necessary to do so . 
Labour and the Lords 
The experience of the two minority Labour 
Governments of 1924 and 1929 was to some 
extent similar to that of the Liberals a~though, of 
course, they met many difficulties in the House 
of Commons as well. But the 1945 majority 
Government was more successful. In Lord 
Addison the Labour majority Governments of 
1945-5 1 had an excellent and dexterous Leader 
of the House of Lords. Moreover, in fairness, it 
must l::e admitted that the Marquis of Salisbury's 
leadership of the C0nservative Party, constitut-
ing the official Opposition in the Lords, was as a 
whole responsible, even on the many proposals 
of the Labour Government which the Con-
servative peers disapproved. 
Two difficulties did arise; the proposal of the 
House of Commons (not initiated by the Govern-
ment) to abolish capital punishment and the 
Government's Iron and Steel Bill. In 'Let Us 
Face the Future' on which Labour fought the 
l 94 5 General Election, we had declared that we 
would not tolerate obstruction from their Lord-
ships' House and we therefore thought it wise 
to introduce a Bill to amend the Parliament Act 
of 1911. Naturally the Bill encou·ntered strong 
opposition from the Conservative Party, the 
House of Lords and the Conservative Press, 
whilst the Liberals were lukewarm if not hostile. 
This Bill reduced the delaying power of the 
Lords from three sessions to two, · and the 
minimum period from two years to one. In 
effect this meant that the House of Lords could 
only imperil Labour legislation during the last 
year of a Parliament instead of two. :J3y careful 
organisation of the Parliamentary programme 
legislation could for the most part be safeguarded 
by arranging that the more contentious legisla-
tion came on sufficiently early to be protected 
by the Parliament Act as amended. We had to 
pass this Parliament Bill over the heads of their 
Lordships under the provisions of the Parliament 
Act of 1911, and we so adjusted the Parliamen-
tary Sessions that the Bill passed through three 
Parliamentary Sessions over a period of two 
years. We have now reached ~he position, there-
fore, that the House of Commons enjoys 
Parliamentary supremacy. 
Extending the Vote 
It must be remembered that although there 
was a steady growth in the power of Parliament 
over the centuries at the expense of the monarchy, 
and a growth in the power of the House of 
Commons at the expense of the House of 
Lords, the electoral power of the people was very 
limited until well into the nineteenth century, 
and it was not until 1928 that all adults were able 
to vote. In earlier centuries it was the case not 
only that the great bulk of the working class was · 
excluded from the franchise, but most of the 
middle and capitalist classes as well, though the 
somewhat muddled franchise was not exclusively 
aristocratic. However, the aristocracy tended to 
dominate the electoral scene. The election of a 
large number of the Members of Parliament was 
determined by feudal lords. There were borough 
constituencies known as Rotten Boroughs with a 
handful of electors; votes, and even constituen-
cies, were freely bought and sold. In all this 
business there was nothing to choose between 
Whigs and Tories. By a series of enactments 
starting with the Reform Act of 1832, the distri-
bution of constituencies was improved and the 
franchise was extended. 
But, as I have said, we did not get complete 
adult suffrage until the Representation of the 
People Act of 1928. The new franchise 
operated at the General Election of 1929, when 
the second minority Labour Government was 
returned. Even then, however, there were 
undemocratic blemishes on the electoral system, 
although residence and not property had 
become the general qualification for voting. The 
business voter, that is to say a man who owned 
business property, together with his wife, could 
vote in that constituency in addition to the one 
in which they lived. The most I, as Home 
Secretary, could get out of Mr. Churchill's 
Coalition by way of reform in this respect was a 
provision whereby the spouse could not vote, 
but that reduced the business voters · to round 
about. half. However, the remaining business 
voters 'Yere abolished under the post-war 
Labour Government's Representation of the 
People Act, introduced by the then Home. 
Secretary, Mr. Chuter Ede. 
University_ Seats 
Another undemocratic survival was Univer-
sity representation whereby 12 M.P.s were 
elected by the graduates of various Universities. 
An argument for this representation was that it 
gave a chance to Independents. This was not .. 
very convincing, for some of the University 
M.P.s were official Conservatives, and most of 
the others returned as Independents really held 
the general point of view of one or other of the 
political parties, as their speeches and division 
records showed. 
The other argument was that University 
M.P.s ensured a representation of culture and 
learning, but university culture and learning 
found plenty of expression through the large 
number of M.P.s who had received university 
education, many of whom are now to be 
found not only among the Conservatives but in 
the Parliamentary Labour Party. 
At the last election the Conservatives declared 
thejr intention to restore University representa-
tion. This is still their official policy, but it 
would hardly be a popular venture. 
There is another reform which has contributed 
to the democratic character of the House of 
Commons, namely the payment of Members. 
II 
-This was brought in by the Liberal Government 
in 191 1 (though not in fact paid till I 91 2 ), pur-
suant to a resolution in the House of Commons, 
the annual payment being £400 a year. Up to 
this time the Labour Party had itself paid its 
M.P.s £200 a year. The £400 was increased to 
£600 in 1937 and to £1,000 in i946. Had it not 
been for such provision, men and women of 
limited means would have found it very difficult 
to serve in the House of Commons. 





general view of the expansion and development 
of our Parliamentary democracy. When we 
criticise other countries which have not been 
very successful in the practice of Parliamentary 
· Government, it is well to remember the past · 
difficulties, as well as the slow growth and long 
history of British representative government. 
And when we grow impatient with the workings 
of our democracy, it should be recalled that 
though our Parliamentary history is long, our 






Durirtg the present century the monarchy has 
become completely constitutional. The last 
Sovereign who exercised limited but noticeable 
power was Queen Victoria. That energetic and, 
according to her lights, conscientious monarch 
had pretty decided political opinions, which 
became increasingly conservative as she grew 
older. 
She frequently attempted to veto the appoint-
n1ent of certain Ministers, and sometimes 
succeeded. She claimed the right to approve or 
disapprove Foreign Office despatches, with the 
consequence that Lord Palmerston was driven to 
the most ingenious methods of evading or 
minimising her interference (either there was 
not enough time, or it had been overlooked 
in the office); but usually the excuses were 
without foundation, and he incurred the 
repeated wrath and rebukes of Her Majesty. She 
sought to interfere with the course of the 
Government and Government policy, not always 
without success. Poor Mr. Gladstone-who 
possibly may have been a little trying, for did she 
not say that she objected to his speaking to her 
as if she was a public meeting ?-had a rough 
time at her hands, for she didn't like his politics, 
and she didn't like the Grand Old Man either. 
On the other hand, she had the highest admira-
tion for Disraeli, who certainly had the highly 
polished arts of the great courtier, flattering and 
persuading the Queen with the utmost skill. She 
also had a great liking for her first Prime 
Minister, Lord Melbourne. 
While personal feelings played a large part in 
Queen Victoria's hard-working conduct of her 
office, her successors have increasingly succeeded 
in carrying out their duties in an impartial man-
ner. This is one reason why the republican 
movement, which was strong in the middle years 
of Queen Victoria's reign, has now practically 
disappeared. Nowadays, declared republicans 
are rare. The Labour Party certainly supports 
constitutional monarchy in our country. Com-
pared with the republican regimes in many 
countries, the British monarchy as part of our 
system of Parliamentary democr~cy is, in the 
general judgment of our people, preferable, and 
in the light of our experience, at any rate during 
the present century, it is a powerful safeguard of 
our democratic institutions. 
Ministers and Monarch 
Many acts of State take the form of decisions 
by the Sovereign, although they are in fact the 
decisions of Ministers. For example, the Queen 
in Council appoints the Governors of the 
British Broadcasting Corporation, and makes 
Orders in Council. The Queen reprieves mur-
derers in appropriate cases and directs that they 
be detained during her pleasure. The Queen 
approves the app.ointment of Ministers of the 
Crown, and also Ambassadors to represent her 
abroad. She appoints and promotes the officers 
of the armed forces, of which she is the Com-
mander-in-Chief. These examples are illustrative 
only, for the decisions of the monarch are varied 
and many. But in every case the action of the 
Sovereign is taken on the advice of Ministers or 
of the Privy CounCil. 
It is perfectly legitimate for the Sovereign to 
discuss any matter, particularly where the royal 
prerogative is involved, with the Minister con-
cerned, and the Minister is, of course, free to 
modify his proposals in the light of the discus-
sion; but such discussions are the exception 
rather than the rule, and it is the decision of the 
Government and the Minister that operates. 
The Ministers are responsible to Parliament and 
all Orders made by the Queen in Council can be 
challenged in Parliament. All actions of the 
Government, whether taken by Ministers 
directly 9r by the Queen on the advice of -
13 
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Ministers or the Privy Council, are open to 
Parliamentary discussion and challenge. 
In certain matters outside the field of executive 
government the · Queen will take a personal 
interest, or indeed, reach her own decisions; 
although most honours are conferred on advice, 
in the case of the Orders of Merit, the Garter 
and the Thistle as well as the Royal Victorian 
Order, the decision is that of the Queen herself. 
One fundamental and vitally important 
decision of the monarch is that of the choice 
of the Prime Minister. The essential considera-
tion is that the new Prime Minister should 
not only be able to form a government, but 
to command a majority in the House of 
Commons. In most cases it is clear who should 
be sent for. For example, after the great Labour 
victory of i945 it was clearly the Leader of the 
Labour Party. It was right that he should again. 
be Prime Minister, despite the very small 
overall Labour majority resulting from the 
General Election of 1950; and it was equally 
right that the Conservative Leader . should be 
sent for after the General Election of 195 l, 
though his party was returned with a small but 
somewhat larger majority than that of the 
Labour administration of 1950-5 l. 
But sometimes the choice of Prime Minister 
can present complications and difficulties. 
These may occur when a Coalition Government 
is being formed; in the case of the death of the 
Prime Minister; or when a political party has, 
at the moment, no recognised leader. Then the 
Sovereign's choice ·has greater constitutional 
significance and it is, of course, profoundly 
important that the Sovereign should take all 
proper considerations into account. She is free 
to invite or not to invite the advice of the out-
going Prime Minister. And of course the Sovereign 
can receive counsel and advice from such Privy 
Councillors as she may choose to consult. 
The Queen and Parliament 
Normally the Sovereign opens each Session of 
Parliament at the colourful ceremony in the 
14 
House of Lords, attended by members of both 
Houses. The Sovereign makes the Speech from 
the Throne (~eferred to in. the subsequent debate 
on the Address as the Gracious Speech). This 
Speech, which recites the causes for summoning 
. Parliament, is, as is well -known, drawn up by 
Ministers, and is sent in draft to the Palace by 
the Prime Minister. Drafting amendments may 
be made to meet the wishes of the Sovereign, but 
the substance of the Speech is determined by the 
Government, for it is a declaration of their 
policy and intentions for the coming Parliamen-
tary Session. 
In form, all Acts of Parliament are acts of the 
Queen in Parliament, and commence with the 
fallowing declaration: 
'Be it enacted by the Queen's most Excellent 
Majesty, by and with the advice and consent of 
the Lords Spiritual ·and Temporal, and Com-
mons, in this present Parliament assembled, 
and by the authority of the same, as follows:-' 
It will be noted that Parliamentary supremacy 
is carefully recorded. 
Th(! Sovereign receives Cabinet conclusions 
and papers, Foreign Office, Commonwealth 
Relations Office and Colonial Office telegrams, 
and other Government papers. Certainly in the 
case of King George V and King George VI 
(and I have no doubt in the case of the present 
Queen) they were extensively read. The 
monarch is therefore kept informed of the 
course of Government. The Prime Minister is 
normally received in audience once a week, when 
discussion takes place on a variety of public 
affairs. Other Ministers are received from time 
to time, and the Lord President of the Council 
is received in audience before meetings of the 
Privy Council to discuss the business of the 
Council and possibly other matters. 
Social Duties 
The Queen is the ceremonial Head of the -
State. She is, so to speak, the incarnation of 
the State, the respected non-political repre-
sentative of the nation. Therefore she has 
many ceremonial duties to perform. Visits, 
which are highly valued and very pleasant to the 
people concerned, are made to various institu-
tions and parts of the country; the heads of other 
States or distinguished representatives of Com-
monwealth and other countries are received and 
entertained, and garden parties and other 
functions . are held at the Palace, attended by 
people from all walks of life. During the 
Parliamentary debates on the Civil List, 19 5 2, 
suggestions were made by the Labour Party that 
some of the ceremonial should be modified in 
the interests both of economy and of the labour 
involved for the Queen. The suggestion has 
also been made that the parties for debutantes 
are of doubtful value, and that the young ladies 
invited are too exclusively drawn from the 
we~thier sections of the community. 
There is no question but that the British 
• 
monarchy is' popular among the people, and is 
regarded as a safeguard rather than as a menace 
to our Parliamentary democracy and the free-
dom of our people. This is clearly manifested 
during outstanding royal occasions such as 
Jubilees and Coronations, when much popular 
rejoicing takes place. Street tea-parties are held 
in working-class areas, giving much popular 
enjoyment. I remember one such tea-party in 
the East End of London years ago, when a 
streamer was affixed from the upper windows 
from one side of the street to the other with the 
frank but affectionate slogan: 'LOUSY BUT 
LOYAL.' 
From what I have said it will be seen that the 
Sovereign has a busy and responsible life. The 
office is certainly no sinecure. The responsibili-
ties to be discharged are heavy and often of 





· CHAPTER THREE 
Parliament At Work 
Parliamentary time is not, and· ought not to 
be, devoted wholly to legislation. It must be 
remembered that the fundamental right of 
Parliament, apart from its legislative functions, 
is to control the grant of money for the business 
of government, to impose taxes to enable those 
grants to be met, to comment upon the work of 
the Government, to consider positive policy 
proposals initiated by the official Opposition or 
back-benchers, to challenge the actions of the 
Ministers, to exercise powers of control over the 
Government, to protect . the people against 
tyranny and to ventilate their grievances. - The 
fact that complaints~ven of individual humble 
people-can be ventilated in Parliament is in 
itself a tribute to the effectiveness of our Parlia-
mentary democracy. 
Use of Parliamentary Time 
In the course of a Parliamentary Session time 
is found for the following items of business: 
Debate on the Address in rep!J to the Queen's 
Speech: This enables the Government's legisla-
tive programme for the Session and general 
policy to be debated, challenged and voted upon. 
The Budget, which is followed by the Finance Bill: 
Here the opportunity is taken to consider the 
general financial and economic policy of the 
Government. 
Supp!J Days: Twenty-six days are devoted to 
the business of Supply. On these days the con-
duct of the various Departments of State is 
reviewed and most of the principal Ministers 
can be called upon to account for their admini-
stration. This represents one of the ancient 
rights of the House, based on its claim to venti-
late grievances before the voting of money to 
the Crown or the Government. 
Evt;ry year the Government puts forward 
Estimates for the Government Departments. 
The official Opposition has control over the time 
16' 
devoted to Supply, and can therefore move the 
reduction of the vote of any Department with a 
view to. raising subjects of its own choosing for 
debate. If the Opposition so desires, it can let the 
business of Supply go through formally and · 
initiate a debate on a Motion, thus enabling the 
debate to take a wider form and to include 
legislative matters. 
Votes of Censure on the Government: It is cus-
tomary for the Government to afford time to the 
Opposition for ,the consideration of formal 
Motions of Censure. 
Debates in Government Time: On matters of 
·importance the Government will provide time 
for debate, though there is often argument as to 
whether one of· the Opposition's Supply days 
should not be used. · 
Debates on the Adjournment: These take several 
forms. The most important are on the days 
that Parliament adjourns for recesses, namely 
Christmas, Easter, Whitsun and summer. The-
time is usually claimed by back-benchers, who · 
will initiate debates lasting somewhere between 
and hour and two hours, but the choice of 
speakers and subjects and the allocation of time 
is settled by Mr. Speaker after considering the 
applications made to him. 
The second class of Adjournment is the half-
hour set aside for this purpose at the end of each 
Sitting Day. The Labour Government made 
this a right under Standing Orders, however late 
the sitting might be. These short but useful 
discussions for the most part arise out of 
Members giving notice at Question Time that, 
'in view of the unsatisfactory nature of the 
Minister's reply,' they will raise the matter on 
the Adjournment. 
On neither of these forms of the Motion for 
the Adjournment can a division be challenged. 
. There is, however, a third type of Adjournment 




will take place on a· Government Motion to 
adjourn the House, and this can be divided 
upon, though usually it is not. 
.. Motions for the Acfjournment under Standing Order 
No. 9: Such Motions are 'for the purpose of 
discussing a definite matter of urgent public 
importance.' The occasion will often arise out 
of a J\finisterial statement or answer to a 
· ·Q1:1estion, or an action of the Government that 
has :just taken place. Such a Motion either 
requires the leave of the House, or if that is not 
given, the assent of not less than 40 Members 
standing in their places, and it has to be accepted 
by the Chair. But the House can, on a division, 
determine that such a 1\f otion shall be made if 
not less than ten Members stand in their places. 
The Speaker has to rule whether or not the 
Motion comes within the Standing Order, and 
fairly often he takes the view that the Motion is 
not eligible under the somewhat strict terms laid 
down by the Standing Order. If, however, the 
Motion is to be called, it comes on at 7 p.m. 
Annual Reports of Public Corporations: The 
Labour Government guaranteed three days for 
such debates, and of course additional debates 
can be arranged during Supply days. They 
usually take place on a Government Motion to the 
effect that the House takes note of the Report, 
although to such a 1\f otion an addendum or 
amendment can be moved. 
Private Members' . Time: Facilities for Private 
Members' Bills and Motions are given on a 
stated number of Fridays, the Committee stage 
of such Bills being taken in Standing Committee 
upstairs. Members secure their place by ballots 
conducted under the supervision of the Speaker. 
Private Legislation: This concerns Bills usually 
. promoted by local authorities, public corpora-
tions, private companies, or other bodies cor-
porate and sometimes by individuals. Such 
Bills are judicially examine~ by a small number 
of Members in a Comnuttee Room 'upstairs.' 
Some of them are challenged> and, if objection is 
persisted in, ·the Chairman of Ways and Means* 
will fix a date for the Second Reading, when the 
rejection of the Bill may be moved, or an instruc-
tion to the Committee which is to consider the 
Bill to leave out certain clauses may be promoted. 
Further debate on such Bills can take place on the 
Report Stage or Third Reading. But the greater 
part of such legislation goes through without 
debate on the floor. 
Delegated Legislation: Owing to the extent 
and complexity of legislation, many matters of 
detail have to be dealt with by Orders in Council 
or Ministerial Regulations. In some cases the 
Government is required to bring forward an 
affirmative Motion for their approval. In other 
cases it is open to Members to bring forward a 
Motion praying Her 11ajesty to annul the Order 
or Regulation-such Motions are commonly 
called Prayers. 
Government Legislation: Though this occupies 
a considerable amount of time, it will be seen 
that much time is devoted to other matters. 
Subjects requiring the attention of Parliament 
are many. The opportunities open to Parliament 
for the ventilation of a wide variety of matters 
are considerable. 
Procedure of the House · 
Within the space available in this pamphlet it 
is not, I fear, practicable to deal in detail with the 
procedure of the House. This is partly deter-
mined by Standing Orders which are revised 
from time to time, the last considerable revision 
taking place under the Labour Government. 
For the greater part, however, procedure is built 
up on the basis of fairness, reasonable expedition 
and common-sense, i.e., b:yr trial and error over 
a long period, and by Speakers' rulings. These 
are so many and so important that they, with 
other relevant information, have been embodied 
in a very large volume commonly called 'Erskine 
May,' after a former Clerk of the House of 
Commons who first collected and annotated 
* The Chairman of the Committee of Ways and Means 
is the Deputy-Speaker. The House turns itself into a 
Committee of Ways and Means-which is a Committee 
of the Whole House-to consider, among other subjects, 
the Budget. 
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them. Unless circumstances have changed to 
such an extent that the Speaker is warranted in 
giving a new ruling, 'Erskine May' is very 
authoritative. When a point of order is raised 
by a Member, he and the Speaker, or the Chair-
man of Committees, will quite probably be 
armed with this large and valuable work on our 
Parliamentary procedure. 
We will now consider procedure on the 
Budget, and then on Parliamentary Bills. 
Budget and Finance Bill 
The Budget: A great deal of preparatory work 
goes into the Budget before it is opened in the 
House of Commons. The Departments put up 
·their estimates to the Treasury towards the end 
of November. In some cases, the Treasury seeks 
reductions, and there may be arguments between 
the Chancellor of the Exchequer and the Depart-
mental Ministers whose estimates are in dispute. 
If necessary, the dispute may reach Cabinet or 
Cabinet Committee level. When the total of 
expenditure has been decided, the Chancellor 
has to ascertain the revenue from existing taxes 
and consider whether reductions or additions 
should be made, and whether new taxes or other 
variations should be introduced. 
Shortly before-very shortly, owing to the 
fear of leakages-the opening of the Budget, 
the Cabinet will be informed of the Chancellor's 
proposals. He may have an easy or a difficult 
passage but having regard to his special and 
difficult responsibilities the bias tends to be in 
his favour. On Budget Day the House resolves 
itself into Committee of Ways and Means. 
Although this is a very important occasion, the 
Speaker is not in the Chair. The Chancellor 
gives a picture of the revenue and expenditure 
for the year just closed; in modern times he 
devotes an important part of his speech to the 
general economic situation and outlook; he 
saves till the end the really newsy part of his 
speech, namely, his proposals for taxation in the 
new financial year. 
His speech will last for two hours or more. He 
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is followed with a few somewhat formal words 
by the Leader of the Opposition. The House 
will either then adjourn so that Members may 
digest the speech and prepare for the next day, 
or the debate may be continued by back-
benchers. The House is in Committee, and as a 
number of the taxation proposals are to take 
immediate effect, a whole series of Motions 
authorising the taxation is put from the Chair 
and agreed to. One Motion is held over wlµch 
declares that it is expedient that the law be 
amended. On this Motion the whole of the 
debate on the Committee Stage of the Budget 
statement rests. 
The next stage is that the decisions of the 
whole House in Committee are reported to the 
whole House sitting as the House, to see whether 
the House agrees with what it did in Committee. 
Under the Standing Orders as amended by the 
Labour Government, there can be no debate at 
the Report Stage, but divisions can be and often 
are challenged on at any rate some of the 
Motions. ~ 
So far, about four or five days will have been 
occupied. Permission is then given to bring in 
the Finance Bill. Debate takes place on the 
Second Reading, usually lasting a day, and the 
Committee Stage follows, which, according to 
the nature of the Budget, may last anywhere 
between six and eleven days, sometimes inter-
spersed with a number of all-night sittings. 
Again, the whole House having considered the 
Bill in Committee takes the Report Stage with 
the Speaker in the Chair when amendments are 
considered, but the Report Stage is materially 
shorter than the Committee Stage. The final 
stage in the House of Commons is the Third 
Reading. 
In the House of Lords there is no preliminary 
Committee and Report Stage on the Budget 
Motions, because the Lords do not possess the 
same powers over supply and taxation as are 
discharged by the House of Commons. Under 
the Parliament Act (1911), the Lords cannot 






be Money Bills and about half the Finance Bills 
are Money Bills under this Act. In any case~ it is 
now established by custom that the Lords do 
not interfere with Finance Bills. 
The Finance Bill, together with other financial 
business, occupies a substantial part of the 
Parliamentary Session in the House of Commons. 
Other Government Legislation 
Other Bills do not go through the elaborate 
preliminary consideration ia Committee that is 
given to the Finance Bill, though if financial 
commitments are involved a finanical resolution 
is considered in Committee and on Report 
. between Second Reading and Committee Stage. 
When passed, such resolutions set a limit to 
amendments and discussions in Committee and 
on Report. Whether on the Finance Bill or 
otherwise, only Ministers of the Crown can 
propose expenditure or additional taxat~on. On 
practical grounds there is much to be said for 
this in modern circumstances, but it really dates 
from the time when Parliament sought to protect 
itself against the demands of the Sovereign for 
more money and the possibility of private Mem-
bers being improperly persuaded or coerced by 
· the Crown to this end. But the House of 
Commons _can nearly always find a way of 
expressing itself, and bringing a question to an 
issue. Frequently, therefore, a motion or amend-
ment will be moved in favour of a reduction, 
whereas everybody knows that the real purpose 
is to secure an increase, particularly in respect 
of expenditure. 
How Bills. Begin: In the ordinary way, Bills 
originate pursuant to a notice on the Order 
Paper intimating that such and such a Bill is to 
be presented. The Clerk calls the title of the Bill, 
the Minister nods and hands to the Clerk a Bill 
in dummy form. This is a folded piece of paper 
with the title of the Bill written on it together 
with the names of those who are proposing it. 
This formality constitutes both First Reading 
and an authorisation for the Bill to be printed. 
In due course there will follow the Second 
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Reading, which may occupy little or no time, or 
as much as two days (on rare occasions, three) 
and thereafter the Committee Stage, which may 
be taken on the floor or in a Standing Committee 
upstairs; the Report Stage follows on the floor 
and then the Third Reading, with similar stages 
in the House of Lords . 
It may seem to the outsider that there are too 
many stages and that it is an unduly long 
process. However, the actual wording of an Act 
of Parliament is profoundly important, for if 
there are imperfections, there may.be difficulties 
in administration or in the Courts, and the 
liberty of the subject may be endangered. 
Since imperfections are found at almost all the 
stages during which the Bill makes progress 
through the two Houses of Parliament, this 
lengthy procedure is fully justified. 
Important Bills tend to start in the House of 
Commons, but some Bills start in the House of 
Lords. This in the end saves time. Provided 
that it is not engaged in a partis~n fight with the 
Government, the House of Lords is rather good 
at revision and by the time they have done with 
the Bill it will probably be in tidier form than 
when 1t was introduced. 
Value of Parliamentary Questions 
Question Time: The House of Commons is 
opened each day with Prayers by the Speaker's 
Chaplain, after which the titles of Private Bills, 
if any, are formally called over for the purpose of 
ascertaining whether there are any objections. 
Thereafter on Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays 
and Thursdays, the House having met at 
2. 30 p.m., Questions to Ministers are put and 
answered up to 3.30 p.m., and followed from 
time to time by Ministerial statements. 
Question Time is a most valuable institution. 
Questions are put on the Order Paper by 
Members, and the Minister reads his prepared 
reply. Then may come the excitement. A con-
siderable number of Members may wish to put 
supplementary Questions with a view to driving 
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points home or tripping the Minister up. It is 
for the Speaker to exercise his discretion as to 
how many he will allow. The Minister is 
conscious of the fact that a considerable number 
of Members will seek to prove him wrong, or 
to demonstrate that he does not know his 
business, or otherwise to make clear his wrong-
headedness or his incompetence. 
It is ·a good experience for Ministers and 
Members alike. In the case of the ?\tfinister it 
provides him with an incentive to know his 
business and to seek to come through with 
flying colours. On the part of the questioning 
M.P.s, it is a test of their ability to phrase their 
questions in the right form (for instance, if they 
start with 'May I suggest to the Minister' they 
will be greeted with loud shouts of 'No!' by 
other Members ; they should commence by 
asking whether the Minister is aware of some-
thing or another) and so to word them that the 
point at which they are driving is made clear. 
Question Time is an occasion upon which all 
sorts of grievances can be ventilated and efforts 
made to expose Ministerial mistakes and bad 
policies. It is one of the most valuable-of our 
Parliamentary facilities. 
Leadership: the Usual Channels 
The Leader of the House and the Whips: In 
recent years a particular Minister has been 
designatt:d Leader of the House of Commons, 
and there is also a Minister designated Leader of 
the House of Lords. The Leader of the House 
works with the Government Whips in the 
arrangement of business, and will intervene in 
debates when questions of progress in connec-
tion with matters before the House arise. Each 
Thursday after Questions, the Leader of the 
House of Commons, on the invitation of the 
Leader of the Opposition, states the business the 
Government proposes to put before the House 
in the fallowing week, and thereafter answers 
supplementary Questions about that business or 
other business that Members are anxious for the 
House to debate. 
The Leader of the Opposition, who is officially 
recognised and receives a salary of £2,000 a year, 
holds an important position in Parliament. 
He has to keep himself informed as to the work 
of the House generally and that of his Party and 
its groups. He is the Leader of his Party in 
Parliament and the country. He has a particular 
duty to safeguard the rights of Parliament 
against possible Government encroachments. 
He has to be on the lookout for weaknesses and 
faults in Government policy and action. There 
is also a Leader of the Opposition in the House of 
Lords. 
Then there are the Whips, both Government and 
Opposition. · These normally silent men not 
only have the duty of getting Members into the 
division Lobby considered appropriate by their 
respective parties, but act as channels through 
which complaints and suggestions can be made 
to party leaders by back-benchers. In Mr. 
William Whitely, the 1945-5 I Labour Govern-
ment had a splendid Chief Whip and he had good 
colleagues with him. The Whips on both sides 
are collectively known as 'the usual · channels' 
because they sort out and often settle matters 
between themselves affecting the transaction of 
business, if that be possible. The work of the 
Whips is important, not only to their parties, 





The -Balance of Parliamentary Power 
In the House of Commons the balance of 
power between the Government and the House 
is a matter of some delicacy . 
On the face of it the Government is in the 
more powerful position. It initiates most of the 
Parliamentary business and controls the greater 
part of. the time of the House. It expects, and 
normally receives, the loyal support of its 
Parliamentary followers. If the Opposition puts 
down a vote of censure or a motion or amend-
ment which, if carried, would imperil the life of 
the Government, it would be a serious matter if 
. the ministerial M.P.s did not give the Govern-
ment full support in the division lobbies. One 
Conservative M.P. said in the debate on 
commercially sponsored television that he 
thoroughly disliked sponsoring, but he disliked 
the idea of a Socialist Government still more; 
therefore he would vote for the Government in 
. the lobby on sponsoring even though it was 
contrary to his convictions. 
It is the opinion of many people that the 
power of the Government in the House is too 
great and that ministerial M.P.s are mere 
registering machines for the will of the Govern-
ment. Without belittling the power and 
authority of the Government, such a belief is, I 
think, going too far. It must be remembered 
that even though the power is rarely used, the 
House of Commons can dismiss the Govern-
ment of the day by defeating it on an issue of 
importance. The wartime Chamberlain Govern-
ment in 1940 resigned consequent upon a 
division on a motion for the adjournment 
following a critical debate on the conduct of the 
war, even though it had a majority. Forty 
M.P.s who normally supported the Government 
voted with the Opposition. The Labour Party 
and the Liberals were very critical of Ministers 
and the public outside were anxious. The voting 
was: for the Government, 281; against, 200; but 
although the Government had a majority of 81 
in the division, its moral position was so weak 
that Mr. Neville Chamberlain felt that the 
Government could not go on without recon-
struction. But when the Labour Party refused to 
participate in a coalition under his leadership he 
resigned, and Mr. Churchill became Prime 
Minister. It is truethere was a war on, but such 
situations can happen in peacetime. In any case, 
if the Government is defeated on an issue of 
substance it means that it has lost the confidence 
of the House of Commons and normally it must 
. . 
resign. 
Influence of the Back Benchers 
Moreover, there are other ·means whereby 
back benchers can cause Ministers to take a 
course of action which they did not intend. 
There can be effective pressure on the Govern-
ment through the Whips. For the Government 
Whips not only have the duty of persuading 
Members to vote in the ministerial lobby but 
they are channels of communication, criticism 
and suggestion from the back benchers to the 
Government. Sometimes their warnings to 
Ministers will be so serious as to the feeling of 
the back benchers that Ministers may change 
their intended course of action-though they 
should never forget the public interest. Or a 
debate may proceed, for example, in Committee 
on a Bill, and the critical expressions of opinion 
by the Government's own supporters as well as 
by the Opposition may be of sufficiently formid-
able a character to cause the Government to 
undertake to reconsider the matter at the Report 
stage. 
There are other means of pressure or persua-
sion such as party meetings, deputations to 
Ministers, Questions in the House, and so on. 
In order to survive a Government has to be 
sustained in the House of Commons, it has to 
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live with the House, and whilst often it is 
necessary that it shall fight its policy through 
against criticism, there are times when it is 
expedient for it to alter its course as a conse-
quence of the feeling of the House. 
Moreover, in deciding upon its policy in the 
first instance the Government must estimate 
what the feeling of the House, including its own 
supporters, will be about the policy under con-
sideration, and their projected policy may well be 
modified in the light of what the Government 
thinks it can 'get away with.' 
If the Government is defeated on a major 
issue, not only is it likely that it must resign, but 
there is also a real possibility that a General 
Election will follow. This possibility has a 
restraining influence both on the Government 
and on its parliamentar·y supporters, for a 
General Election in such circumstances may well 
face the party in power with electoral defeat; at 
any rate, there is that risk. The contingency of 
resignation and/or a General Election is an 
important balancing factor which the Govern-
ment on the one hand and its back benchers on 
the other must take into careful consideration. 
It is calculated to cause alarm to both elements, 
though probably the fear of a precipitated 
election in most cases adds strength to the 
position of the Government rather than to its 
back benchers; but it depends on the circum-
stances. 
Categorically to describe the Government as 
the master of the House of Commons would be 
crude and inaccurate, for it is also the servant 
of the House. It is this dual role played by the 
Government that is an important part of our 
Parliamentary democracy. And that is a very 
different situation from the so-called parliamen-
tary institutions of totalitarian dictatorship 
states. Such parliamentary institutions, whether 
those of the former Nazi dictatorship in Germany 
or the dictatorship of the Communist states, 
are unreal. 
There the Government, or even a small com-
mittee of the party organisation, is the master, 
2.2. 
and the so-called M.P.s not only give unanimous 
assent to Government proposals, but they know 
that if they criticise the Government they will be 
'liquidated.' And this is not only true of the 
'parliamentary' institutions, for the people 
outside are not permitted to criticise Govern-
ment policy in any important particular, nor 
certainly to demand free elections or a change of 
government. The right of criticism, of denun-
ciation, the right to challenge Ministers and to 
demand a change of government are essential 
tests of the reality of democratic institutions. 
Dictatorial regimes may be called 'People's 
Democracries' or what you will, but in countries 
where the right of criticism and agitation is 
denied there is no real freed om and no real 
democracy. 
The Opposition 
Although the situation of the Opposition in a 
Parliament is in some ways easier than that of the 
Government, nevertheless it also has to face up 
to the problem of securing unity of action 
within its ranks. It has a public duty to do so. 
Moreover, the electorate is as likely to punish a 
badly divided Opposition as it is a disunited 
Government. The · Opposition Whips also 
discharge the two-fold function of seeking to get 
their Members into the appropriate lobby and of 
conveying to the Front Bench the criticisms, 
suggestions and preferences of the back ben-
chers. In the case of a Conservative Opposition, 
much more in the way of policy is determined by 
the Leader of the Opposition alone or in associa-
tion with his so-called Shadow Cabinet. But the 
Conservative Private Members' Committee may 
exercise a good deal of influence from time to 
time. In the case of the Labour official Opposi-
tion, the processes of the Party are more 
democratic. At the beginning of each Session it 
elects the Leader and Deputy Leader of the 
Party and the Chief Whip, together with the 
other members of the Parliamentary Committee 
, 
which usually meets twice a week. There are 
normally one or two full party meetings a week 
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to discuss matters of policy and the business of 
the House. And there are a series of official 
Labour Groups covering between them the 
·whole field of government. 
The 'Jowett' Scheme 
Before the first World War it was urged by the 
late F. W. Jowett, one of the Labour M.P.s for 
Bradford and a leader of the Independent Labour 
Party, that the power of the British Government 
was too great and that back-bench M.P.s exer-
cised an insufficient influence over executive 
administration. He proposed that something 
like the municipal system of committees should 
be introduced in relation to each of the Govern-
ment departments, with the appropriate Minister 
in the Chair. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
for example, would preside over a House of 
Commons Finance Committee on which would 
sit M.P.s drawn from the various parties in 
proportion to their strength. Similarly the 
Home Secretary would ·preside over a committee 
to deal with Home Office affairs; and so on in 
relation to the other government departments. 
The work of the departments would be dis-
cussed by the committees, including projected 
matters of policy, and the committees would in 
effect largely influence or even control the 
departmental administration. Mr. Jowett and 
his friends believed that this would be more 
democratic than the present system and would 
give the House of Commons a more effective 
voice over policy and administration. For 
example, the committees would report to the 
House as a whole in much the same way as the 
committee of a local authority reports to the 
council. 
These interesting proposals have not been 
adopted by the Labour Party, it being felt that 
such a system would undermine the funda-
mentals of our Parliamentary system; that it 
would weaken the work of a Labour Govern-
ment in power; that departmental work would 
be held up or obstructed; and that the clear-cut 
responsibility of the Government to Parliament 
would be weakened. Moreover, it was argued, 
the system would weaken the Opposition itself, 
for the actions of its members on the com-
mittees might well embarrass the Party as a 
whole when matters came to be discussed on 
the floor of · the House. ·The Opposition's 
freedom of action would be thus imperilled. 
The view was taken not only that the Govern-
ment must have clear and corporate responsi-
bility to the House, but that the Opposition must 
be free to take what action it thought right as 
issues arose for decision by the House. 
Each House of Parliament does appoint 
committees, though not of the character 
advocated by Fred Jowett. Among other Com-
mittees, the House of Lords has its Privileges 
Committee, a Standing Orders Committee, ·an 
Offices Committee, and a Special Orders Com-
mittee to examine and report to the House in a 
very general way on Orders in Council and 
Ministerial Orders. 
The House of Commons has its Committee of 
Privileges, its Public Accounts Committee to 
examine and report upon Government expendi-
ture, its Estimates Committee to consider the 
Departmental Estimates, and other Committees. 
These Select Committees report their observa-
tions and criticisms to the House, but they are 
not entitled to enter into the field of government 
policy. The House of Commons also has its 
Kitchen Committee, and it appoints Standing 
Committees to deal with Government and 
Private Members' Bills ref erred to them for 
examination and report. Both Houses have 
Committees to deal with the Committee Stage of 
private legislation, and can appoint Select Com-




The M.P. and the People 
However good the internal functioning of 
our Parliamentary institutions may be, our 
democracy would not be complete unless out-
side the parliamentary institutions there was a 
healthy relatio~ship between the parliamen-
tarians and the people. 
As to whether such healthy relationship exists, 
it would be difficult. to make a ~rm generalisa-
tion, for the conduct of M.P.s in relation to their 
constituents and the country as a whole is bound 
to vary. But on the whole I think a good 
relationship does exist. Undoubtedly Labour 
M.P.s have set a high standard of intimate 
contact between the Member and his constitu-
ents. Labour M.P.s have the advantage in that 
they are far and awaya more representative cross-
section of the community than the Conservatives. 
The Parliamentary Labour Party 1s indeed a 
party of workers by hand and by brain. Gener-
ally speaking, they are very closely in touch with 
their constituents and also with their Consti-
tuency Labour Parties· with whom they meet 
and exchange views from time to time. Like 
other 1v1.P.s, they take up complaints from 
constituents, irrespective of how they voted at 
the last election. 
M.P.s of all parties get a heavy correspondence 
although this varies somewhat according to the 
nature of the constituency. This correspondence 
involves a Member in taking up cases with a 
Government Department or public corporation 
or . even the local authority concerned, and 
transmitting the reply to the constituent. This · 
involves money as well as time, certainly for 
postage and possibly for secretarial assistance. 
Many and varied are the calls upon M.P.s. 
Unless they are slothful or indifferent they have 
many ways of understanding the discontents and 
of fallowing the trends of public opinion-
though they may sometimes be wrong in their 
estimates. All this is to the good, for if M.P.s 
knew nothing except what happens within the 
walls of the Palace of Westminster, they would 
be cut off from the outside world and our 
parliamentary democracy would be deficient as a 
consequence. 
The Importance of Elections 
The processes of popular election on an 
individual constituency basis are also of great 
value. Prominent features of the campaign as 
far as the candidate is concerned are canvassing '" 
and public meetings. By this m~ans a potential 
1'1.P. can get to know the discontents, apprehen-
sions and ideas that are uppermost in the minds 
of a considerable number of :the electors. The 
good parliamentary representative, '-Vhilst func-
tioning as a public representative rather than as 
a mere delegate, will then have in mind what he 
believes to be the wider and more general 
aspects of public opinion. 
Moreover, in voting for a particular candidate, 
the elector is conscious of the fact that he or she 
is also voting for or against a Government. 
A General Election usually results in a composi-
tion of the House of Commons calculated to put 
a given party in power. This is a consideration 
which is present in the mind of the elector, who 
is in fact not only voting for a candidate but is 
also taking part in the election of a government. 
The General Election campaign of the political 
parties should result in considerable popular 
education, but this depends on the genuineness of 
the educational efforts of the parties, the absence 
of bogeys and stunts, and, of course, upon the 
general level of popular intelligence. In the last 
ten years or so there is reason to believe that the 
political and economic understanding of the 
people has improved. Therefore they are less 
likely to be. led astray by electoral stunts and 
mere frightening campaigns. The Labour Party, 
by its propaganda and educational efforts can 
claim a considerable share of credit for this, 
though much more educational work within the 
Party and among the people requires to be 
done. 
It is probable that the party political broad-
casts during the election period and otherwise, 
now supplemented by television, have had a 
healthy effect, partly because mere tub-thumping 
at the microphone is ineffective. It is good that 
this improvemetlt in understanding should 
have taken place, and it is of the most profound 
importance that further progress should be made. 
British Parliamentary democracy is not merely 
a collection of Ministers, Opposition leaders and 
M.P.s: the people, too, are in it, and participate 
in its successes or failures. When votes are 
counted at the General Election they should 
represent not the mere counting of heads, but 
the result of thought ·and the determination of 
the people to promote the general interest and 
the well-being of our country and of the world 
in ways which seem to them to be good. 
CHAPTER SIX 
Twentieth-century Parliamentary Changes 
During the present century-particularly 
since the first World War-there have been 
great changes in the .work of Parliament. The 
Liberal Government of 1906 introduced certain 
measures of social legislation which widened the 
field of Parliamentary discussion-e.g.,. health 
insurance, unemployment insurance, and old 
age pensions. In both the world wars it was 
inevitable that extensive expansion in State 
activity should take place, otherwise the wars 
would have been lost. Matters which had been 
regarded as of secondary importance in time of 
peace became of first-class importance in time of 
war. The following new Ministries were 
created in the first World War: Air Ministry, 
Ministry of Munitions, Ministry of Labour, 
Ministry of Pensions, Ministry of Shipping, 
Ministry of National Service, Ministry of Food. 
:After that war of 1914-18, there was some 
diminution in the number of wartime ministries; 
the Ministries of Shipping, Munitions, National 
Service and Food ceased to exist. But the 
Air Ministry and the Ministries of Labour and 
Pensions had come to stay. 
During the inter-war period a number of new 
ministries were created: these included the · 
Secretaryships of State for Scotland and for 
Dominion Affairs, and the Ministries of Trans-
port and Health. 
A number of these new departments, for 
example, the Ministry of Labour and the 
Ministry of Transport, were created at the 
expense of the Board of Trade. That in itself 
indicates that labour, economic and industrial 
questions were pushing themselves to the fore 
and that questions which the old Board of Trade 
had taken in its stride were now beyond its 
capacity, owing to the increased attention which 
Government and Parliament had to give to such 
matters. 
During the second World War, the following 
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departments were created in addition to the 
Ministry of Supply, which had been established 
shortly before the war in anticipation of the . 
possibility of hostilities: Defence, Home Security, 
Economic Warfare, Production, Aircraft Pro-
duction, Shipping, Fuel and Power, Food, 
Information, Town and Country Planning and 
National Insurance. · 
Industry, the technicians, the economists and 
the scientists played a bigger part in the second 
World War than in the first, owing to the more 
total character of warfare and the extensive 
development of warlike weapons, so the Govern-
meD:t were endowed. with and exercised greater 
powers than ever in the direction of industry, 
the diversion of labour and the organisation of 
. 
science. 
New Responsibilities of Government 
But apart from war, Government and Parlia-
ment have been compelled by public opinion 
and the growth of the Labour Movement to 
take a much greater interest in economic and 
industrial affairs. 
These developments were at first in-
adequate, but it was clear by the end of the 
first World War that the old days of extreme 
laisser-faire were gone, and gone for ever. 
Moreover, there were changes in the social 
services which gave Parliament more things to 
do and to talk about. Widows' pensions, state 
activity in the field of agriculture, legislation on 
electricity supply, troubles in industry, traffic 
regulations and road transport, and the Local 
Government Act of 1929 which, although it did 
not end the Poor Law, abolished the Boards of 
Guardians and conferred new extensive powers 
on the counties and c<:>unty boroughs-these and 
other changes broadened and extended the field 
of parliamentary discussion. 
After the second World War, the following 
departments of State were abolished: Home 
Security, Economic Warfare, Production, Infor-
mation, Aircraft Production and Shipping. 
However, after that war the following new 
departments survived or were created: Ministries 
of Economic Affairs (subsequently merged into 
the Treasury), Town and Country Planning, 
Civil Aviation (now associated with the Ministry 
of Transport), National Insurance, Local 
Government and Planning (Housing and Local 
Government in the Conservative Government of 
1951), Materials, Food, Defence, Fuel and 
Power. 
One of the interesting things about the names 
is that practically every department which has 
been created during and since the first war was 
called the Ministry of something or other, which 
followed Continental practice. Before the first 
war there was not a single Minister carrying the 
title of 'Minister of ... '. We have evidently 
become somewhat less imaginative in thinking 
up dignified, colourful or, if you will, quaint 
designations for Ministers and Government 
departments. Why have we become so dull? Is 
it the triumph of utilitarianism-or what? 
It will again be seen that the new departments 
of the 1940s were mainly concerned with 
economic, industrial and social affairs. But this 
was not all. The war-time Coalition Govern-
ment had found it necessary to create extensive 
inter-departmental machinery, partly for mili-
tary matters and civil defence, but also for 
economic planning and the exercise of economic 
controls which were vital to the successful 
prosecution of the war. Many of the emergency 
regulations were dropped at the end of the war 
in 194 5, partly by the Coalition Government and 
partly by the Laboµr Government, particularly 
those which affected civil liberty, but the Labour 
Government, with the support of the country, 
decided to adapt the economic emergency power 
for peace-time purposes. Thus for the first time, 
the extensive adoption of the policy of economic 
planning and the exercise of economic controls 
became a deliberate and permanent feature of 
peace-time administration. 
There had for a long time been some degree of 
delegated legislation in the form of Orders and 
Regulations made by Ministers, though it was a 
subject of some controversy; Lord Hewart, the 
then (1929) Lord Chief Justice, described this 
sort of thing in a well-known book as 'the new 
despotism,' but his protest was unrealistic and 
unavailing. Social and economic legislation, even 
between the wars, had involved an extension of 
the principle of delegated legislation. The 
Labour Government after the second World 
War frankly faced the issue and declared that the 
extension of State activity in social, industrial 
and economic affairs had made it a permanent 
necessity, though it was clearly necessary to 
provide parliamentary checks and to give 
Parliament proper opportunities of challenging 
the exercise of such powers by Ministers. These 
safeguards were provided. Bu·t there still 
remains a need for the powers to be derived from 
more specific legislation. 
Policies of the Postwar 
Labour Government 
The Labour Government embarked upon an 
extensive policy of public ownership which 
brought the Government, through the public 
corporations, directly into the field of the 
responsible conduct of industry. The determina-
tion of the Government to do everything pos-
sible to maintain full employment, to pursue a 
policy of fair shares and to develop industrial 
priorities in the interests of economic well-being 
and the promotion of the export trade which 
was so important from the point of view of the 
balance of payments-all these, together with 
the much extended social · services, greatly 
increased not only governmental activity but 
also the work of the House of Commons. 
The legislative programme was very consider-
able and the exercise of the Government's fuller 
powers required that Parliament should have 
greater opportunities for discussing the exercise 
of these powers. Therefore, as compared with 
when I first entered Parliament at the end of 
1923, there have been enormous changes in the 
work of the House of Commons, and .that work 
has become much heavier. Parliament is still 
a talking shop, as it ought to be, but it is very 
much more of a workshop than it was in the 
earlier years of the century. A parliamentary as 
well as a social revolution has been peacefully 
achieved. 
Changes in Parliamentary Procedure 
It was necessary for the Labour Government 
to improve parliamentary procedure, and for a 
time to take Private Members' time. As Leader 
of the House of Commons, I initiated on behalf 
of the Government the setting up of a Select 
Committee on Procedure and submitted pro-
posals to it. The changes in procedure were 
largely, though not wholly, the · result of 
recommendations by the Select Committ.ee and 
were, I think, reasonable in themselves. They 
were calculated to make procedure more 
sensible, and to make a better use of parliamen-
tary time without damaging the essential 
functions of the House of Commons. 
But perhaps our greatest achievement was in 
the better organisation of ~he le.gislative and 
parliamentary time-table. We showed that 
Parliament could legitimately deal with more 
legislation than.had previously been the case. A 
large number of Bills were referred to Standing 
Committees upstairs for their Committee Stage. 
The Conservative Opposition objected to impor-
tant. Bills going upstairs. The Government's 
reply was that the Report Stage would follow on 
the floor, and that the examination of Bills in 
Committee could be better done by Committees 
oflimitednumbers upstairs rather than by the full 
House on the floor. 1'Ioreover, we were careful 
to keep on the floor of the House important 
Money Bills including, of course,. the Finance 
Bill, and Bills of constitutional significance such 
as the Supplies and Services Bill, the Ireland 
Bill, and the Parliament Bill. 
This procedure enabled Parliament to improve 
on· its legislative work. A further improvement 
was brought about by more carefully consider-
ing Bills which could properly be started in the 
House of Lords. The number and importance of 
Bills so started was increased. The powers of the 
House of Lords for mischief under the Parlia-
ment Acts have been pretty severely clipped; but 
if their Lordships were to resume obstructive 
and destructive activities they might have tq be 
clipped even more. 
However, the Labour Government were able 
to show that, under a properly organised legisla-
tive programme, the House of Lords could 
relieve the pressure of work falling on the House 
of Commons by starting some measures in the 
Lords and getting them revised before they 
reached the Commons. 
Nevertheless, Labour's post-war. programme 
did mean increased work for Members of Parlia-
. . 
ment, particu~arly as the Standing Committees 
meet in the morning and if necessary meet 
again in the afternoon. Indeed, in the case of the 
Gas Bill, when the Conservatives engaged in 
obstruction in the Standing Committee, the 
Committee met on a number of occasions day 
and night. · 
Undoubtedly the House of Commons of 
1945-50 was a live and vigorous institution 
which showed how frequently non-Labour 
Governments had not been justified in claiming 
that urgently needed legislation could not be 
passed owing to lack of Parliamentary time. 
When I entered Parliament this was a common 
excuse for inaction, negation and slothfulness in 
Conservative adnunistration. 
From Three Parties to Two 
Another important change in our electoral and 
parliamentary situation as compared '\vith the 
position when I was first elected to the House of 
Commons, is the return to the two-party 
system. Ever since its establishment at the end 
of the nineteenth century, the Labour Party has 
been independent of the Conservatives and the 
Liberals, and has sought electoral support from 
' 
. 
people who had been supporters of one or other 
of those two political parties. 
It should not be thought that we have won 
over Liberals alone, although that was an 
important element in the growing power of the 
Labour Party. We also converted millions of 
Tory working men; .though it has to be admitted 
that some few millions of working men and 
women still vote Conservative. · 
In our earlier years, however, growth was 
slow, partly for reasons which later led to the 
decline of the Liberal Party. Like the United 
States, ours is naturally a two-party country, 
which I think is a good thing, because this leads 
to greater coherence and responsibility in 
government and opposition and the work of 
Parliament. When, in the earlier part of this 
century, we put up Labour candidates for 
Parliament and local authorities against both 
Conservatives and Liberals, the most effective 
card that the Liberals played was the allegation 
~hat to vote Labour would split the progressive 
vote and let the Tory in. There was, of course, 
some truth in this, and it did happen in a nun1ber 
of cases. 
Undoubtedly this argument slowed up the 
electoral progress of Labour for quite a number 
of years. It took us about 22 years to become 
the second party in the State, for it was not until 
1922 that we reached that position. That, how-
ever, was a considerable achievement, and once 
we had reached the second position we made 
more rapid progress. This involved the decline 
in the electoral and parliamentary strength of the 
Liberal Party. . . 
That, however, was not the only reason, for 
the Liberals had acute divisions in their own 
ranks, sometimes in parliamentary divisions 
splitting into three, some going into the Labour 
lobby, some into the Tory lobby and some 
abstaining. 11oreover the Liberal Party had 
largely reached the end of the pursuit of progres-
sive policies on a non-socialist basis. The 
general tendency, therefore, was for Labour to 
grow and for the Liberals to decline. Excep-
tional circumstances obtained at the 'Red 
Letter' election of 1924 and in the panic 'finan-
cial crisis' election of 1931, when Labour did 
badly, though it is interesting to note that the 
Conservative gain_s in seats were at the expense 
of the Liberals just as much as at that of the 
Labour Party. 
Decline of Other Groups 
Until self-government was given to Southern 
Ireland in 1922, there had been a substantial Irish 
Nationalist party in the House of Commons who 
were experienced in obstruction and parliamen-
tary procedure, and who complicated the 
parliamentary balance of power and involved 
Liberal and Conservative Governments in 
difficulties. However, with the establishment of 
the Irish Free State only one or two Irish 
Nationalist members continued to be returned 
to Parliament. 
I.L.P. M.P.s were part of the Labour Party 
until 1932 when, following friction in the House 
of Commons, the I.L.P. disaffiliated from the 
Party. Owing to the absence of the electoral 
success of the I.L.P. outside the Labour Party, 
together with the fact that surviving I.L.P. 
M.P.s joined the Labour Party, there was no 
I.L.P. representation in the House after 1947. 
The Communists have had one or at most two 
,,, 
M.P.s from time to time but have had none 
since 1950. There have been Independent M.P.s 
(sometimes independent in name rather than in 
fact), but there are none in the present Parlia-
ment. It is possible that future Parliaments may 
contain a few Independents but their prospects 
are anything but bright. 
Northern Ireland is in the. main represented by 
Unionists who are part of the Conservative 
Party, but there are two Irish Nationalist M.P.s 
and one Irish Labour who, when they attend at 
Westminster, usually vote with the Labour Party. 
Problem of Party Unity 
One of the consequences of the two-party 
system is that there are more points of view in 
the country than there are parties to express 
them. This means that the electors must make a 
broad choice as to which of the two great 
political parties more generally represents their 
point of view. Moreover, it inevitably means 
that the two great parties include people who, 
while accepting the fundamental principles 
of the party to which they belong, are of 
more than one temperament, and possess more 
than one point of view on certain issues. To 
some extent each of the great parties is a coalition 
of individuals, and it is therefore not surprising 
·that sometimes there are differences of opinion, 
differences which are more likely to find public 
expression in a progressive party, which seeks to 
do things, than in the Conservative Party which 
is not very anxious to make positive changes. 
From time to time these differences of view with-
in the parties have to be allowed for, and it is 
necessary upon some occasions for the Whips to 
exercise a certain tolerance of divergent views, 
provided such divergences do not jeopardise the 
effectiveness of the Party either as a Government 
or as an Opposition. In the Parliamentary 
Labour Party's Standing Orders it is provided 
that: 'The Party recognises the right of individual 
Members to abstain from voting on matters of 
deeply held personal conscientious conviction.' 
Case Against P.R. 
With the decline of the Liberal Party (though 
it should be stressed that that does not involve a 
decline in the spirit of liberalism in the country), 
the Liberals increasingly urged the adoption of 
proportional representation or some other 
device calculated to make it easier for the 
smaller minorities to get Parliamentary represen-
tation. One can understand their point of view 
(although i~ is not unfair to point out that they 
failed to implement it when they had a great 
. majority in Parliament), but the return of a 
series of minority groups to Parliament would 
make it very difficult to form majority govern-
ments. 
If there is no majority for any Party in Parlia-
ment, it means that coalitions have to be formed 
and bargains have to be struck, with the result 
that governments are unstable and firm, con-
sistent policies are difficult to carry out. The 
record of French Governments is an indication 
of the difficulties of numerous 'made to measure' 
groups as against the two-party system. Both 
the Labour and Conservative Parties are against 
such changes as P.R. And it is unfair to argue 
that their reasons are selfishly partisan for they 
are based on substantial constitutional con-
siderations of public policy. 
Vindication of Parliamentary 
Democracy 
It can, I think, be confidently claimed that the 
prestige of Parliament since the second World 
War, when the first majority Labour Govern-
ment took office, has become substantially 
higher than it was in the days when I first 
entered the House of Commons. Everywhere 
in the late twenties representative institutions 
were becoming discredited, partly on the ground 
that they were indecisive and incoherent. Italy, 
Germany, and Spain became totalitarian coun-
tries, as was and is Russia and other countries 
under the Communists. There evolved notice-
able Fascist and Communist movements in a 
number of West European countries. The 
Fascist movements, ·partly because they were 
anti-Trade Union and anti-Socialist, commanded 
some sympathy among our politicians of the 
Right. There was some admiration for the rigid 
efficiency of the dictators. Had not Mussolini 
caused the trains to run on time? Was not the 
· physique of the Hitl~r Youth good as compared 
with that of our own young people? Had not 
the dictators overco01:e unemployment and 
ended industrial strife? Such were the thoughts 
in the minds of some of our reactionaries. Yet 
the price of these achievements (in so far as 
they were true) was the loss of personal freedom, 
rearmament and eventually war. And ~hat is 
too high a price. 
Anyway, the question was being asked in the 
democratic countries: could democracy deliver 
the goods ? Could the democratic countries 
overcome stagnation and mass unemployment 
within free institutions? Would the electors 
ever choose a really progressive Government 
which would work in the interests of the 
people? And would such a Government once 
elected, be able to carry out a programme of 
reform against the resistance of powerful vested 
interests? 
I think we can say that these questions have 
been answered favourably from the viewpoint of 
progressive democracy. It has been shown that 
with the will and the organisation and-which is 
no less important-an informed and under-
standing public opinion, democracy can work. 
There is no question but that the Labour 
Government, under Mr. Attlee, enormously 
enhanced the prestige of democracy by showing 
that freedom and economic planning can be 
reconciled. People no longer contemptuously 
dismiss f arliament as a mere talking-shop; large 
numbers of them now queue up even in the 
rain for a chance of hearing what is being said. 
The percentage voting at elections tends to be 
higher than it was. These are healthy signs. 
One last word-a word of warning. The 
beneficial changes described above are great 
achievements, but they can be lost. Parliamen-
tary democracy does not succeed of itself mere.ly 
because it is a good system. It is dependent 
upon the quality, the ability and the public spirit 
of the millions of men and women who partici-
pate in its processes. 
So it is the duty of the political parties to 
choose the best people they can as parliamentary 
candidates-and as local government candidates 
too. It is necessary for the electorate to be well 
informed, so that they can intelligently judge 
the issues when they are called upon to exercise 
the great responsibility of voting. And if the 
electors are to be well informed, the members 
of the political parties must be well informed, 
must have the courage to ascertain and face 
facts, and the ability to arrive at an intelligent 
judgment on matters of policy, to rise above 
loose thinking and mere sloganising. 
Above all, it is vital that the Labour Party 
shall be upright and incorruptible, that its 
principles and policies, whether in power or in 
opposition, should be public-spirited. The 
success and the quality of our democracy is what 
we- all of us- make it. It is the product of 
human beings and their efforts. Let each of us 
discharge to the best of our ability the responsi-
bilities for which democracy calls. 
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